CHAPTER III
IN THE HANDS OF THE GHEKA
MY career as a Scarlet Pimpernel of Petrograd ended on the night
of December 23, 1917. I had been out on a foray, and it was well
after six o'clock when I arrived back at the flat in Tavritcheskaya
Street. Although it was so close to Christmas the streets were
practically deserted. Here and there bands of armed "leather
jackets5' floundered hurriedly along on some errand in the knee-
deep snow, but the few private citizens who were out of doors slunk
along as I did, making themselves as inconspicuous as possible, hands
deep in pockets, eyes and ears cocking nervously around and
ahead for any suggestion that we were coming uncomfortably close
to the cradle of those stray rifle-shots which seemed unable to leave
the clear cold air undisturbed for more than a minute.
Earlier in the day the streets had been livelier. There was little
Christmas shopping being done, of course, but the dispossessed and
those who feared dispossession were seeking the churches in large
numbers, not to rejoice this year over the birth of the Saviour, but
to make the utmost of a period when the hearing of the saints and
powers of heaven might be supposed to be specially sensitive. There
was even whispered talk of a projected heavenly intervention.
A Roman Catholic priest was supposed to be in the know and
had jromised short shrift for Lenin, Trotsky, and the whole gang of
Red guards and commissars. Most of the male bourgeoisie would
have preferred to place their salvation in the homelier hands of the
Allies or the Germans, but in the circumstances they were ready to
clutch at any straws, even those they found in their womenfolks*
hair, and though members of the Orthodox Church were inclined
to be sceptical of an intervention vouchsafed to a Roman Catholic,
so much had happened recently that was entirely against all order
and precedent that none of them felt any confidence in being
contemptuous even about that.
There were distinct possibilities for the Pimpernel business in
this Christinas season, however, and it was with a view to making
full use of them that I had been out that day. Religion had not yet
become the opium of the Russian people, but even if it had, no Soviet
ukase could have done anything to stop the proletariat from cele-
brating the first Christmas of the revolution in time-honoured
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